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Middletown Today
MAKE A DIFFERENCE EVERY DAY

By any measure, 2020 was a challenging year, especially for those impacted by the pandemic and resulting
tragedy. Simply, our hearts go out to everyone who’s been touched by COVID-19.
But a closer look reveals something else, a resiliency, a strength among all of us. An ability to adjust to this
new playing field where masks, small groups and distancing from our friends and extended family are required.
Reflect on all that’s been accomplished. We’ve found a new way to communicate and work remotely. A will
to overcome previously unknown obstacles and change everything on the fly with the goal of continuing to
move forward.
This adversity has also brought out a compassion and sense of appreciation for those on the front lines,
medical personnel, emergency service providers and others that help every day without hesitation or complaint.
And through these unprecedented times, the eye has always been on recovery, which now doesn’t seem
that far off. As use of a new vaccine spreads, there’s hope that the summer of 2021 could see a return to
normalcy, where we’re able to enjoy ourselves, our community and our lives almost like before.
As with every “Middletown Today,” there’s a theme to the January edition, our first for 2021 — Making a
Difference. The stories in these pages spotlight those making a real positive change in the community.
Whether it’s the police officer working in an area school, building trust each day, or a Girl Scout who found
an inspiring way to help the community, these are the stories that bring us all together. They show our humanity, our willingness to do good even when things are difficult around us. They make us proud. They
make us Middletown.
Regards,
Shawn J. Brown
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EMPLOYEE SPOTLIGHT: BENJAMIN COSTA
Benjamin Costa knows when most people hear about
police officers in schools, they think about safety.
But the longtime School Resource Officer said his work
at Gaudet Middle School is about so much more.
For Costa, one moment he’s a teacher, giving advice to
middle schoolers about how to deescalate a potential
situation with a friend. The next, he’s a counselor, laying out the options for a student struggling to see the
point of math class.
Throughout, Costa said he’s trying to build a rapport
with students, their families and his colleagues at the
Aquidneck Avenue building.
“I know people say this all the time, but no two days
are the same,” Costa said. “You never know what’s going to happen, but I’m here so people see past the uniform, to realize I’m not here to arrest people. In this
environment, that’s the absolute last resort.”
Raised in Bristol, Costa credits his family for making a
strong impression on him as a youngster, particularly
his parents Barbara and Louis.
A 2005 graduate of Mount Hope High School and Roger Williams University in 2009, Costa said service was
always emphasized. Hard work and honesty too.
Looking up to a grandfather and uncle who were firefighters, Costa said there wasn’t much doubt about
what he was going to do when he got older.
“I don’t know why I wanted to become a police officer,
it’s just what I wanted to do and I knew I was going to
do,” Costa said. “It’s what I was supposed to do.”
Joining Middletown Police in 2010, Costa was named
the School Resource Officer at Gaudet in April 2013.
He’s the first and only SRO the school has ever had.
Costa’s resume is diverse with experiences and certifications, including a master’s degree in criminal justice
from Boston University. There’s everything from training on outlaw motorcycle gangs, domestic extremism
and terrorism, school shooters to autism awareness.
While most might seem like pretty weighty topics, Cos- 2
ta said having the ability to listen and hear what people are saying underlies everything he does.

“No matter what I’m dealing with, you have to be
open minded and listen to what people are saying,” Costa said. “To talk with people and listen to
what they’re saying and ask questions is what this
is all about. Listening and treating people how
they deserve to be treated goes a long way in this.”
Police Chief William D. Kewer said Costa has
“raised the bar” of the SRO program and is known
across the state for the law enforcement training
sessions he leads on active school shooters and
drug and alcohol awareness.
“Officer Costa wears many hats, he is a leader,
mentor, coach, teacher and has embraced the spirit of the SRO position,” Kewer said.
Gaudet Principal Donna Chelf agreed.
“He brings a community-based perspective to the
team which helps us build connections with families and resources our students may need,” Chelf
said.
“I know I make a difference every day,” Costa said.
“Sometimes, it’s something small like directing
traffic or maybe it might be something larger, but
it feels good to know we’re here helping. I know
that the silent majority support us (police officers)
and whenever I have a chance, I reach out and
help others. That’s what being a police officer is all
about – helping people who need it.”

NEW BIKE REPAIR STATION KEEPS PEOPLE RIDING
Speaking
with
the
Town Council about the
idea, Jordan said she
wanted to offer a free
place to repair bicycles
whenever they needed.
The other repair station
is planned outside the
Middletown Public Library.

As a freshman at Middletown High, Jordan
Brown said her bicycle can be a lifeline.
Sometimes, her primary mode of transportation, in others
her source of entertainment or escape.
Like many teens, Jordan said she knows
how hard it can be
when it’s out of commission with a flat
tire, loose pedal or other problem.

makes Middletown great.

Thanks to a new bicycle repair station she had
installed on the Turner Road side of Gaudet
Middle School as part of a Troop 602 Girl Scouts
project, Jordan’s hoping that downtime is less.

Council members spoke
glowingly and pitched
in money to help, saying it was exactly the
kind of work that

“I think in general when you look at this whole
pandemic and people not being able go into gyms
and work out, we should be promoting outdoor
activities whenever we can,” outgoing Councilman Rick Lombardi said.

“It’s been a lot of work, but I know it’s going to
make a big difference for people my age and
everyone in town who rides a bike,” Jordan said.
“It makes me feel good to know this is here to
help out.”

Jordan said there were more people to thank than
she could count and she appreciated their help
and support.

A couple months ago, Jordan’s bicycle repair
project went public. As part of her project, Jordan had to find a local issue and try to help fix it
to earn higher recognition from the youth organization for girls.

The station stocks a set of more than half a dozen
tools as well as weather-proof instructions. Jordan said there’s tire levers, hex wrenches and
other gear to perform most bicycle repairs, each
lashed to the station permanently with long cables.

Jordan said she didn’t need to look far to come
up with an idea that would not only impact kids
her age, but all ages in a positive way.

“I haven’t had to use it yet, thankfully,” Jordan
said, laughing. “Hopefully I didn’t just jinx myself.”

“After seeing a friend take a hard fall from their
bike, without a helmet on – thankfully, there
was no lasting damage -- it made me more
aware of my friends that took risks while riding
bikes,” Jordan said.

Through her project, she worked closely with
multiple levels of the town and schools as well as
Bike Newport, Middletown Child Opportunity
Zone and the Brain Injury Association of Rhode
Island. Jordan also created a bicycle safety patch
for the Girl Scouts of Southeastern New England.
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“(A project like this) teaches you about a lot of
things you’ll deal with in everyday life,” Jordan
said. “Like many jobs, a lot of this is self-guided
and there’s a lot of emphasis on goal setting, decision making, people skills, business ethics and
money management with each one of these projects. I know those skills are going to serve me
well as I get older.”

GETTING HELP FOR
THOSE WHO NEED IT

Then, Fitzgerald-McCallum and Tinney are
cleared to approach and see if they can find common ground with the impacted person. Depending on the circumstances, they can recommend
against an arrest when incarceration doesn’t
seem to be the solution. Instead, they can get the
person the mental health care they need through
Newport County Mental Health or another provider.

From call to call, Ellen Fitzgerald-McCallum never
knows what’s up next.
It could be talking to someone who’s having a breakdown over a breakup or coping with the loss of a job
– or worse.
Whatever the situation, Fitzgerald-McCallum said
she stands ready to help as a trained Mobile Crisis
Clinician with the Newport County Community Mental Health Center.

“We’re not just going out and arresting people
because we can,” Faria said. “We come across
quite a few people in crisis and if there’s another
solution, depending on what’s already happened,
we want to get them the help they need.”

Recently through a unique partnership with the Middletown Police Department, Fitzgerald-McCallum
and her colleague Will Tinney are available to help
officers get those with mental health issues the assistance they need.

Newport County Mental Health President and
CEO Jamie M. Lehane too often, those going
through a crisis put off treatment and the cycle
repeats itself.

Implemented in the spring of 2019, the program is
earning rave reviews
from police and mental
health providers, who’ve
said it’s helped diffuse
situations that could
have gone sideways.

“I can’t tell you the
number of times people will put it off, saying they’re ‘okay’ or
will go (to get help)
when they can and it
just keeps spiraling,”
Lehane said. “This way,
our services are on
scene when there’s a
problem and it can be
assessed and engaged
right away, not hours or days away.”

“Case to case, no two
calls are the same,” Fitzgerald-McCallum
said
during a briefing session
in the Kempenaar Community Room at the Middletown Police Station. “I do
know this is a superb collaboration and it’s made a
real difference.”

Kewer was proud to lead such a forward thinking
department that wanted to make a positive difference in the community. Since July 2019, Kewer
said the Police Department has handled approximately 300 mental wellbeing calls.

“I can say personally that there are a number of calls
that might have gone much, much differently if it
wasn’t for Ellen and Will and the work they do,” Middletown Police Capt. Michael Faria said. “Sometimes
people want to talk to somebody, but it’s not a police
officer. What we’re doing here is well ahead of the
curve, it’s been very positive and very successful.”

“For some people, that (police) uniform is intimidating,” Kewer said. “In those situations, when
there’s a need, we’ll step away and let Ellen and
Will do their thing and everyone can benefit.
What we all doing working together, trying to
solve the issue in a way that truly works.”

Nationwide in certain circles, there’s been a call to
rethink how police work is done. Part of that discussion is the need for mental health providers on
emergency calls.

More than a year before those demands gained
steam, Middletown and other area police departments were already relying on the partnership with
Newport County Mental Health.
Faria and Police Chief William D. Kewer said before
Fitzgerald-McCallum and Tinney are allowed at an
emergency, the scene has been declared safe.

Fitzgerald-McCallum and Tinney share an office
in the Valley Road police station, giving them direct access to the police officers who handle calls
every day in the community.
4

“We both talk with the officers here quite a bit,”
Fitzgerald-McCallum said. “We’ll check in all the
time about the people we’ve worked with and the
best (clients) are the ones we never hear about
again because that means things worked out.”

MIDDLETOWN HIGH HAS SPIRIT
COVID-19 isn’t going to stop it, snowstorms or anything
else.
Recently, Middletown High celebrated “Spirit Week
2020,” reduced campus, distance learning and all.
Students and staff alike said this year’s version of the annual weekly celebration of all things Islanders is a little
different, but no less enthusiastic.
There was “Pajama Day,” which included voting via Instagram on who had the best outfit, “Hat Day,” “Class
Day” and other offerings through Friday, all intended to
drive up morale and fun.
“It’s been different, sure, but that
doesn’t mean we’re not having a
good time and celebrating our
spirit,” said Grace Haskell, Student
Government president. “With
COVID, we weren’t even sure if we
were going to be able to do this
and it’s been so much better than
any of us could have dreamed.”
“I think it’s gone really well,” said
Katherine Wiest, Student Government vice president. “We’ve tried
to make sure everyone is involved
here or at home because of Distance Learning. I’ve heard really
good things from everybody.”
Principal Jeffrey Heath said based
on what he’s seen, everyone got
behind Spirit Week and how it’s
intended. Heath has been getting
in on the act himself, wearing a
pair of PJs the first day and a Santa Claus hat on “Hat Day.”
“This is about our school and how things are supposed
to be,” Heath said. “We’re showing everyone we can still
get our work and instruction done and have a good time
doing it. I don’t think there’s any doubt that ‘Spirit Week’
has really helped make a big difference.”
Because of limits from COVID-19, no more than 25 per5
cent of the entire student body can be on the Valley Road
campus at one time.

Whether a student was in-person learning in the
building or working at home from a computer, organizers said “Spirit Week” had something for all.

“Of course it’s going to be different than it was in
the past,” Haskell said. “Everything is right now, but
we tried to find ways to make it a ‘Spirit Week’ that
everyone could enjoy and rally around.”
“Look what we were able to do with the Instagram
poll on ‘Pajama Day,’” Wiest added. “We had something like 200, 250 votes. Everyone was really getting into it.”
Others at the school agreed. In
the main office, seniors Regan
Reilly and Fiona Christensen
thanked all the organizers for
their hard work.
“I feel this year has been tough
because of COVID, but everyone is making the most of it,”
Reilly said. “When they mentioned we were going to have a
‘Spirit Week,’ I think a lot of
people were like ‘How is that
going to work?’ but they really
pulled it off.”
“I liked how they used social
media this year,” Christensen
said. “We’ve never done that
before with ‘Spirit Week’ and
that was really successful.”
For Heath, he was very proud
of the students and staff who
were participating and making
the most of a less than ideal situation. He also spoke
about how important maintaining normalcy amid
COVID-19.

“I know we’re already thinking about the spring and
what we’re hopefully able to do after the vaccine
gets rolled out,” Heath said. “To see the response
here so far, it’s been fantastic. The kids crave this
and it’s all about making Middletown High a place
they want to be and love being. ‘Spirit Week’ is all a
part of making that true, a safe place, a welcoming
place where we’re having fun and learning.”

TOWN’S BOND RATING STRONG DESPITE TOUGH TIMES
In tough financial times, the town of Middletown has
maintained its outstanding bond rating.

“Anytime we get positive financial news
about the community, we’re going to celebrate it,” Town Administrator Shawn J.
Brown said. “A lot of work goes into this –
particularly with our finance office – and
our bond rating is one component of a
strong program we put forward here every
day. Without the support of the council and
our residents and businesses, none of this
would have been possible.”

According to a recent report from the world’s premier rating agency Moody’s Investors Service, the
town’s bond rating remained at Aa1. The average
municipal bond rating is a couple steps below at
Aa3.
As word of the announcement went public, local
leaders praised the town’s administration and finance offices for their diligent work keeping up the
rating despite challenges brought on by the COVID19 virus this year.

Recently, Moody’s returned a “Aa2” rating to
the state of
Rhode Island
when it issued
general obligation bonds
recently, according to the
state’s treasurer.

“This is great news,”
outgoing Town Councilman Rick Lombardi
said. “This speaks volumes about the leadership of this town to
date, especially where
we brought the town
and kept it on an even
keel through difficult
times and more projected to come. Experience
and calm, steady leadership is what we
need.”

Deputy
Finance Director Elaine Colarusso said
quite a bit of
work
went
into the bond
report and to
see the positive outcome
was rewarding.

From the outside, a
bond rating is seemingly another in a series of
rather unimportant financial mumbo jumbo
that is of little concern
to the average resident or business. The reality
couldn’t be further from the truth.

“The average
resident
or
business should care about this report because it ultimately means a lower cost of
borrowing for Middletown when we go out
to bond,” Colarusso said. “This is particularly important for the ‘big ticket’ items like
sewer infrastructure, road repairs and open
space purchases. Think of the Moody's report like a FICO score. A lower credit score
means you'll pay more to buy a car or get a
mortgage -- the same applies to a municipality.”

For one, the better the town’s bond rating, the more
the community saves when it goes out for bond, potentially tens of thousands of dollars.
As important, the bond rating provides a look at the
town’s finances, stability and overall health from an
independent third party. This can be an important
fact when people are considering relocating to the
area or growing an existing home or business.
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BUDGET CONSTRUCTION UNDERWAY FOR FISCAL 2022-2023
There might not be official numbers available yet, but
construction of the annual Middletown budget is well
underway.
For the past several weeks, Town Administrator
Shawn J. Brown and his finance team have been meeting with department heads to get updates on the fiscal
2022 and 2023 budget requests.
This information will be assembled in time for the
town’s “Revenue Conference,” where the Town Council and School Committee meet on Jan. 19 to go over
what money is coming in and where changes might be
necessary.
“Here at Town Hall and throughout our entire operation, what’s happening in this COVID-19 world is the
subject of frequent discussion,” Brown said. “We’re
not operating in a vacuum and as busy as before, maybe more, but we still have to run the town and provide
the services our residents and businesses have come
to expect. The more we game plan and the sooner we
have that message out to the public, the better off everyone will be.”
In early November, the town announced it was turning to a two-year budgeting process for the first time
ever. Seen as a way to better manage the uncertainties
of the COVID-19 world, the “Revenue Conference” is
the first chance for residents and businesspeople to
see where things stand financially in the upcoming
fiscal year starting July 1.

At the session, town and education leaders can dive
into the numbers, ask questions and make suggestions
about where the upcoming budgets should head next.
The meeting will be held via internet-based videoconference. A time and link to the meeting haven’t been 7
set yet, but will be posted publicly in the days leading
up to the session.

All this comes as the town enforces a freeze on all
non-essential expenditures to hold costs down.
Based on an independent review by the rating agency Moody’s Investors Service, the town was heading
in the right direction and maintained its Aa1 bond
rating, which is among the highest in the state.
Due to delays on the state level with the adoption of
the Rhode Island budget, Brown said some of the
town’s budget process might be impacted, but it
was too early to tell the effects.

Regardless, Brown said like every budget, public
input is welcome throughout. This year, there will
also be new opportunities for engagement, all
which will be rolled out as the process unfolds.
“We take transparency very seriously and there’s no
more important process than the budget,” Brown
said. “People need to know how their money is
spent, but also why. In this budget process, they’ll
see that information better than ever before.”
“It’s important for people to be involved in the
budget process because a budget is, simply put, a
plan for the future,” Deputy Finance Director Elaine
Colarusso added. “Since 62 percent of the town’s
revenue last year was from property taxes, it’s important to understand how the town officials plan
to use a residents’ tax dollars.”
And it’s not just spending for tomorrow, but the future, Colarusso said.

“Middletown has done an outstanding job planning
not only budgeting for each year, but for the longterm,” Colarusso said. “There is a capital program in
place and long-term obligations like pension and
other post-employment benefits have been addressed. The budget process is an opportunity for
residents to weigh in regarding how their money is
used for the public good.”
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